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SEABIRD ISLANDS

Erskine Island, Great Barrier Reef, Queensland

Locat ion :  23"30 'S . .  l -51 '46 'E . ;  in  thc  Capr icorn
(iroup at the southcrn end of thc Great Barrier
Rccf. 6-5 kiloInetrcs north-east of Glaclstonc,
Quccns lan t l .

Status: Quccnsland National Park.

Description: 1.5 ha; 280 nr by 100 m (nreasure-
ments  a t  h igh  t idc ) .  The cay  is  p r imar i l v  sand w i th
intcrmixed shinglc situatcd ncar the north-u,cstcrn
s idc  o f  a  130 ha  ree f  (1 .5  km r  1  k rn) .  Changes
in shape of thc cav over manv vears are describcd
by Flood". Thc western half of the cay is 1-2 m
highcr than thc castern half. A total of 23 spccics
of plants have bccn rccorciedl.TJr. Lorv rl rgasin
drg(nl(u .\n(l S<aey'oln sericca trees and shrubs
frirrgc thc cav. Behincl this frin€ie thc vcgcti lt ion
cor rs rs ts  n la in l , -  o l  g lasscs  i tnd  l le r l )s .  n ( )1ab ly
Mt'ltttt l terc bil loru, Abutilon indi<-ttn and
A(luluntl lcr a.ycrzi- Mats of dodcler laurcl
Cassytha fi l i forni.r are conspicuous at the wcstcrn
cnd. A stunted grovc of Plsonia grandis (<2 m
high) is prcscnt on tltc ccntral raiscd arca and
isolatcd low Pisoniu irnd Fi.us opposita 1lees i\r.c
present  c lscwhere ' .  l t  i s  thc  on lv  i s la rd  in  the
Capricorn Group thrt docs not have Casuurina or
Pdl1.14l l r l l  t rccs.

Landing: Across the reef usually at thc n()rth-
western or wcstern siCc of the cav. The anchoragc
is poor in rcugh seas.

Ornithological History: A tew carly obscNations
werc  made bv  an  R.A.O.U.  expcd i t ion l  in
October 191{). b1, Edgel15 in 1926 and by Cooperr
in  December  1946.  No scab i rd  b reed ing  was
rccordecl. Storrrrr rcported Silver Gull nesting.
DtLring the carlv 1980s N,l. Vanek studicd tl ie
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ncst ing d is t r ibut ion of  s l tcarwatcrs.  K.  I lu lsman
srirveyecl scabirds on 23 Decembcr l98lr antl S.
G. Lanc ccnsusctl bircls on 8 Januarv l9E,1E. S.
D, ,nrr r r  v is i ted in  r l r (  l l l le  l , )h{ ls  l r r r i  rccorJcd
bircls on 10 occasions front Februarv 1983 to Fcb-
ru l ry  l r )85 l  Wl lker  \ r r rve\cd h i r r ls  r rn l t l
occasions fronr Marcll 19iJ3 to Mav 19117. Sorne
obseruations were nradc in reccnt ycars by C.
Limpus. F. Savagc. D. Lee and othcr park staff.



T. A. Walker & k. Hutsman Ersktne lsland Corel la 13(2)

Breeding Seabirds and Status

PuJlittus 1'utif i ;11' Wedgc-ruiled Sheilrwalcr
Nc\ t inA ( ( )mmcnces in  (Jc to l tc r  r rv ( r  the  Cn( i rc
vegetatcd part of the cay. Thc highest densitics of
burrows ()ccur in areas dominated by low shrubs
mctstly M(lanthara anrl Scoevola. Numbcrs were
cstimated at fewcr then -500 pairs during 1982-i33
and 1983-84s.

Egrelta sacro Eastern Reef Egrct - Recorded in
t926rs 1"a few") and in t9,16r. In recent years from
two to 30 have becn present. Most are white. An
old ncst was locatcd on thc ground in thc Pisttnia
grovc in December l9il6.

Larus novaehollanrliac Silver Gull Present in
1946r. Nesting wils reported prior to 1973 but no
deta i l s  wcre  g iven ' (J .  Breed ing  can occur  a t  any
tinlc of the year but is rare during winter rnonths.
Nests arc dispersed ancl camouflaged. The
rnaximum numbcr of nests found at any timc was
thrcc but gull behaviour suggested that other
hidden nests werc present. From l0 to 120 gulls
bavc been rccorded. Nuntbcrs vary daily as gulls
movc to Heron lsland and othcr islands to fccd.

Sl(rnd dougoll i i  Roscatc Tern Fivc trirds laid
singlc cggs between 1(r ancl l9 February 19t12 on
tl lc nortlr-eastern bcach. Two ncsting cokrnies
(north-wcst bcach rock irnd centre ol cay)
commenced in latc Februarv 1983 ancl continued
into late April. There werc about 2(X) adult birds
prcscnt but onlv a snrall number of nests visiblc
lron a clistance. About 200 nested in thc ccntre
of the cay in carly March l9ll4. Two colonies
totall ing 50 adult Lrirds wcre nesting at thc castern
and wcstcrr sides of thc cav in Deccmbcr 198,1.
Nest ing  was no t  observed in '1985 or  1986.  About
30  nes tcc l  i l t  the  eas tc rD cnd in  January  1988.

Sternu sumatanu Black-naped Tcrn - Fledglings
were present in February 1982. A colony ol 50
rested on the northern side of the cay in
Dcccnrbcr 198.1. A colony was prescnt on thc
north-wcstcrn side on 25 Fcbruary 1987 (74 adults
prcscnt with 1l ncsts with eggs visible) but had
disappeared by l9 March. A snall colony nested

at thc eastcrn bcach with Roseatc Terns in
January 1988. Small numbcrs of non-breeding
birds rest occasionally on the cay during thc year.

Sterna on.reth?tus Bridlecl Tern Brccding com-
mences rcgularly cach year in Octobcr and is
usually complcted by March. Fro|n 25 to 35 pairs
havc bccn estimatcd nesting since 1983. Birds
depart the island shortly aftcr breecling and arc
absent betwccn May and Septembcr. In micl-
April only a few renain. The colony was not
prcscnt in Deccmbcr 1946r.

Sternu bergii Crestcd Tcrn - In Deccmber 1984
a colony of 30 were nesting at the eastern side of
tlre cay. A colony with l l0 ncsts containing single
cggs was prescnl in early Decembcr l9ll-5 in thc
ccntrc of the cayrr. Two colonies with I i l i . i  nests
(one third hatchlings, the rest eggs) and I I nests
(eggs) wcrc present on 13 Dccember 1986. The
small colony was in the centre of thc cay. The
large colony was at the south-wcstcrn side of the
cay at the same site whcrc a Lesser Crcsted Tern
colony had bccn the previous nonth. Two
unflcdged juvenilcs wcrc also present on the
beach. In January 19i18 there wcrc 1J9 chicks
reported.

Sterna bengalensis Lcsscr Crcstcd Tern
Occasionally prcscnt i l t the island in spring and
summer. On 27 October 19E6 there were 90 birds
with 1,1 ncsts containing single eggs. Thc colony
was at the edge oI a grassy bank on the soutlt-
wcstcrn side of the cay. A srnall colony alscr
nested the following ycar in September.

Anou.t minutus Black Noddy - Dommr noted
that "few White-cappecl Noddies or Mutton Birds
usc this island for nesting"; however. the refcr-
ence to noddy ncsting is ?ln error. J. Burger found
four nests in Argusiu trccs on 8 Janr.rary 19848.
The contents of thc ncsts wcrc not reported and
they may have been empty "practicc ncsts".
There has bccn no nesting activity observcd in
subscqucnt ycars although sometimes up to tlO
birds roost rn Argusia trccs at thc western end of
the  cay .
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Factors Affecting Status

Owing to the small size of the cay the terns are
readily disturbed from their nests when people go
ashore. Shearwater burrows are collapsed by
careless visitors or occasionally by nesting turtlcs.
Fortunatcly, human visitation is infrcquent
because there is littlc shade compared with
forested cays in the area. Ncsting disturbance to
tcrns may result from nesting turtles coming
ashore and there is probably predation of tern
eggs by gulls. High-tide flooding of tern nests on
the eastern beach was suspectcd in Fcbruary
[982. Remains of shearwaters, Crestcd Tcrns and
Bridled Tcrns are found at feeding roosts of the
White-bellied Sca-Eagle Haliaeetus leucogaster.

The nocturnal activities of shearwatcrs and
turtlcs may interfere with nesting of Bridled
Terns. The habitat covered by Melanthera is
similar to that at nearby One Tree Island whcrc
Bridled Tcrns have a much higher nesting density.
At One Tree Island thcrc is minimal turtle nesting
and shearwaters do not nest because they cannot
hr l r ro\ \  i r lo  the shingle suhstr l tc .

OTHER VERTEBRATES

Green Turtle Cheloniu mydas and Loggerhead
Turtlc Caretta caretta.

Other Seabirds Recorded

Sula dactylatru Maskcd Booby (1 immalure)
Phulacnurax ntlano1"r..r.\ Little Pied Cormorant (rare)
Haemuloput longirost t i . \ '  P icdOyslcrcr lchcr(r . l rc)
I I aenlatop^ luliginosu.f Sooty Oystercatcher
Sterno olhifrons Liltlc Tern

Banding

PuJlinus pacilicus * 2 adults.

Larus novaehollandiae - 6 adults; 2 chicks.

. Erskine Island from the air (looking northward). Photo:  T A.  W.r lkcr .
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